Notes on Soil Composition and Needs 

Three types of Soil

        Clay or heavy soil

                Composed of small mineral particles that fit closely together

                Little space for air and water in between

                Dries out slowly when wet

                Clay usually well supplied with nutrients; slow drainage prevents leaching

        Sandy soil 

                Comparatively large, rounded particles

                Contains much air and water, drains well, and warms quickly

                Dries out quickly; frequent necessary watering washes out nutrients

        Loam

                Intermediate between extremes of clay and sand

                Composition is a mix of clay, silt, and sand particles

                Ideal soil; drains well but does not dry out too quickly;

                        has enough soil air for healthy root growth

Acidity or Alkilinity

        A soil ph of less than 7 is acid

        A soil of 7 is neutral

        A soil greater than 7 is alkaline

        As a rule, high rainfall areas tent to have acid soils, low-rainfall areas alkaline

If soil is too acidic, add lime when you prepare the soil

        If too alkaline, add sulfur, iron sulfate, or a similar substance

Saliinity

        An excess of salts in the soil is a widespread problem in semiarid/arid areas

        Can prevent germination or cause stunting

        Can usually be detected by while deposits on soil surface

        Frequent and shallow watering and the use of certain fertilizers can cause buildup

        Periodic slow, deep watering will help wash salts beyond roots if soil is not compacted

Soil Testing

        A soil test can materially increase garden success

        Will reveal acidity or alkalinity

        Will point out deficiencies in major nutrients

        Professional soil laboratories will test soil for a fee

        Home test kits are available on line and in some nurseries

Soil Nutrients

Major plant nutrients are nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium

        Organic amendments and soil conditioners are also beneficial

Soil Preparation

Thorough preparation requires digging and turning the soil to a depth of 12 inches

        Soil ready for digging should be moist but lumps should crumble easily

        Never work a soil that is  saturated with water and is sticky

        After soil is loosened and aerated and clods broken up, add organic amendments

        When you dig in the organic amendments, incorporate a complete fertilizer

        If possible, prepare soil several weeks before planting

Soil Amendments

Organic soil amendments are the decaying remains of once-living plants and animals

        Will improve aeration and drainage of clay soil

        In sandy soils will will help hold water and dissolved nutrients

        Even the best soils will benefit from periodic application fo organic amendments

They include ground bark, peat moss, leaf mold, sawdust and wood shavings, manure, 

                      compost, and other plant remains

        Final product of the action by soil bacteria is humus, which is soft and helps bind soil

        Inorganic soil amendments can be useful but are not a substitute for organic

                amendments

        First group includes perlite, pumice, and vermiculite

        Second group includes gypsum and lime

        

